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	1. Chapter 1: Flip a Coin

Flip a Coin

"So you're on his side," Steve said wearily, staring at her. Natasha's green eyes were more open than he'd seen them in a long time, but her stance was defensive.

"You boys," she said wryly. "You always make it about sides and picking favorites. I'm not on _his side_, Rogers. I'm not fighting for Tony, I'm fighting for what I think is right. And you know how that works."

Steve scowled, looking away for a moment. "I know."

Natasha leaned back against a tree, pushing windblown wisps of hair out of her face. She looked tired too, but Steve knew that was only because she was letting him see it. He sighed, running a hand through his hair, and sat down on the ground next to the tree. "You were right. Maybe I shouldn't have started all this."

"I'm always right," she snorted.

He smiled ruefully. "Yeah, seems that way."

They rested in silence for a few minutes. The warm spring breeze was sweet and promising, and for a little while Steve allowed himself to relax, pretending that this was just an ordinary day. That he and Natasha weren't enemies now.

"New jacket?"

He glanced up with a wry smile. "Yeah."

"What happened to the old one?"

He shrugged. "You can only save the world so many times before things get worn out. I'm starting to see why Superman wears his suit under his clothes all the time. It's a lot more convenient in case of emergencies and you end up with a lot fewer blood stains and holes in things."

Nat laughed at him, her eyes sparkling. "That makes sense. You're caught up on Superman, then?"

"Please." Steve rolled his eyes. "I've _been _caught up on him. I even watched that new one, Man of Steel. He has no concern for civilian safety whatsoever."

"Very irresponsible of him."

"Yeah." Steve stood, stretching his sore muscles and letting out a quiet groan. Natasha raised an eyebrow at him.

"Arthritis acting up?"

"Oh, shut up."

They stood facing each other, then, with nothing more to say. Steve knew he had to go. He had plans to make. But something told him that this was goodbye. Maybe just goodbye till the end of the war, maybe longer, but he wasn't ready to walk away yet. Natasha's eyes were sympathetic; she apparently understood his difficulty. She always knew what was bothering him, but she never mocked him for it.

"Stay safe, Steve," she said gently.

"I'll try." He swallowed and glanced down. "Don't die, alright?"

"Oh come on, Rogers," she scoffed. "You know I'm not going to."

"I mean it." He looked back up and reached out to grip her wrist with one hand, almost afraid that she would just turn and leave. She did that a lot. "I need you to be okay."

Nat's eyes softened, but he also sensed her withdrawing into herself. He hated it when she did that, although he understood it. "I'll be fine, Steve," she sighed. "You should be more worried about yourself. I know how you are." She gently pulled her wrist out of his grasp and stepped back. "See you on the battlefield."

He nodded, already regretting the distance between them. So on an impulse, he moved forward and put his arms around her. She tensed, and he swore silently, but then she sighed and hugged him back. They held onto each other, acknowledging the possibility that one of them might not make it through this insane war. Then Steve let go and gave her his best military salute.

"See you around, Romanoff."

"Rogers."

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: Been getting OTP feels as I prepare for Civil War, so this happened.**

**Inspired by the song "Castle" by Halsey.**

**Follow me on my Tumblr: agentofsassarwenfolchart221b**

**Please review!**


	2. Chapter 2: Moment

Moment

He almost didn't see it happen. You miss the little things sometimes. Normally that just means you forget to tell someone you love them, or you don't notice that one fleck of golden yellow in your best friend's eye, or you step on a daisy because you didn't see it.

Almost missing your friend's death… that's a little more serious.

Steve and Bucky were trading punches with Black Panther on the roof of Avengers HQ, and Steve happened to look up just in time to see Natasha fall.

It wasn't a very far fall, but it was far enough.

Steve yelled, an inarticulate, wordless cry, and everyone turned. Immediately Tony took off, to catch her, to stop her fall.

But there wasn't enough time.

The battle drew to a crashing halt.

Tony flew back up to the roof, Natasha hanging limp in his arms.

Scott appeared suddenly, having grown to full size. From the horrified look on his face, it was apparent that he'd been the one fighting Natasha.

"What the hell happened?" Steve's voice echoed far too loud over the roof.

Scott still looked shocked. "I… I got carried away, I guess… I didn't see how close we were to the roof, and I landed a hit on her head…"

The Captain swore violently, clenching his fist. Clint strode over, his eyes blazing, and Steve didn't think he would hold the archer back if he went after Scott.

"See, this is what happens, Cap," Tony started to say, but Steve swung around and pointed at him threateningly.

"Don't you dare, Tony," he growled. "Don't you dare. This isn't about the goddamn war, you son of a bitch. Back off."

Tony looked ashamed, and he carefully set Natasha down on the roof and backed away. Steve and Clint immediately hurried over and knelt down next to her; Clint checked her pulse (although Friday had undoubtedly done so already) while Steve cradled her head and shoulder against his torso.

Clint looked up, his grey eyes dull. "She's dead."

Steve wasn't sure if he'd ever heard a silence so loud. He felt a slim, ringed hand come to rest on his shoulder; Wanda. Sam crouched next to him, lending him the support he couldn't admit he needed.

"God," Tony breathed.

Scott started stammering apologies, but Steve tuned him out.

_Not again_.

_Not again._

_This wasn't fair._

"There's gotta be something…" Bucky sounded helpless, and Steve immediately stood up (lifting Nat into his arms). He gave Bucky a confident smile, one that his friend would have seen through at once, and nodded. He couldn't let his friend worry about him. He didn't need that burden.

"There's _always_ something. Friday, what're her vital signs?"

"No pulse. No breathing. Her nervous system is shutting down completely. There's no brain activity either."

Tony scowled as if he wanted to smack his AI. "Sorry, she's new still. I've been trying to program her, but she's still not as good as…" He stopped and sighed. "Forget it."

Steve wanted to be angry at Tony for this, but it wasn't Tony's fault. Well, maybe a little, but he couldn't go around casting blame now. "We can do something, we can give her some adrenaline. Restart her heart. Something."

"Sure, Steve."

Tony took Natasha from him, and his mask clicked shut, hiding his grieving brown eyes.

"Come on, man." Sam had Steve sit down _(he didn't want to sit down, damn it, he wanted to fix this)_ and Clint joined him after a frozen moment. "Here, I'm gonna go get you something to drink. Just sit tight, okay?"

Steve shrugged. "Yeah."

He stared at the pavement between his boots, feeling numb all over. As if he'd only just gotten out of the ice again and he didn't know where to go, what to do.

"Guys, I really am sorry," came Scott's voice. Broken. Apologetic. Stunned. Steve looked up, eyebrows drawn together in a scowl.

"Yeah, you better be."

Clint put a hand on his arm. It was probably supposed to be calming, restraining, but Steve could feel red-hot rage boiling in his gut, and he'd found someone to blame all of this on. Part of him told him this wasn't the way to handle it, he'd make Bucky nervous, he'd hurt Scott, but he didn't care. For once, he was sick and tired of sitting back and letting things happen, damn it, and he refused to believe that Nat was gone. He had to do something, had to help somehow.

"I never meant to… I got carried away. I didn't pay attention to where we were, and I thought she'd dodge me or something, I don't-"

Steve was on his feet then, slamming a balled right fist into Scott's face before the man could finish. It stung his knuckles, but it felt good, so Steve brought his knee up into his teammate's stomach as he fell.

He felt Bucky grab at his uniform, but he shook himself free and straddled Scott, punching him in the face again. And again. Then Bucky and Rhodey grabbed him and hauled him back.

Clint joined them and gripped Steve's shoulders, staring him in the eye. Steve suddenly felt unable to look at anyone, and he slumped, exhausted.

"Listen to me, Cap. You need to calm down, okay? You beating up Scott isn't going to fix Natasha, and it's not going to make you feel better. Now sit."

"Sorry," Steve mumbled, obeying. He dropped his face into his hands and groaned.

_Stupid, stupid._

He should have known better. Nat was right, Sam was. They all were. He should have slowed down and considered his options, but he just had to get in another fight. Bucky would have yelled at him for this once. But what else could he do? He wasn't going to accept Tony's half-assed, dangerous plan for registration, and he wasn't going to quit being an Avenger, so what else was there? There must have been a third option somewhere, there always was. This was his fault.

Sam showed up. Handed him a glass of water. He drank, and it didn't help cool the anger he felt. It just hurt more.

"Is she okay?" he asked quietly.

_She can't be. It took too long, everything took too long. She's dead, Steve._

_Stop it,_ he told himself. _Just don't._

Sam sighed and sat down. "I don't think so. All the doctors left on your orders, Steve, and Tony never was the medical expert. He's trying, but… Steve, look at me. She's gone, man, and I don't think we can get her back. I'm sorry."

All Steve's anger suddenly abandoned him, leaving him hollow, like a leftover snail shell. He stood up and brushed past Scott (who flinched; just one more thing to feel guilty about), making his way haltingly to the door that led inside.

He didn't even think about going to the medical rooms. He just got the elevator and pressed the button for the second floor. Tony called it the "sleepy-time floor" because all their rooms were there.

His suite was cool and smelled vaguely musty. It'd been a while since he'd been here... things had gotten too insane for relaxation.

He dropped his shield on the carpet, tugging off his cowl, magnetic gauntlets, and boots as he went to his room to take a long shower. Peggy and Natasha, both dead within a few weeks of each other. He closed his eyes and let the hot water sting his face.

The war took second priority as they planned Nat's funeral and got her affairs in order. Everyone was subdued; there was a sense of doubt and fear: was this fight actually worth it? Steve was beginning to think it wasn't. He couldn't bear to see any more of his friends get hurt because of him. Tony had gone back to drinking (the worst thing he could do), Scott couldn't even look Steve in the eyes, Clint had gone home to be with his family, Bruce had been notified (strangely, Steve wished he would stay away), and Bucky... Steve kept trying to be there for Bucky, because try as he might, the Soldier couldn't work out what to do to help the situation.

He threw away his sketchbook. It was full of drawings of her from quiet moments on missions or candid moments of laughter, and he didn't want to look at them anymore.

"This isn't your fault, Steve," Sam kept telling him, but it felt like it was. Natasha was _gone_. He kept rounding corners in HQ, half expecting to see her lounging on a couch, laughing at him, playing with Lila and Cooper, kicking Tony's ass at poker. But every time, there was nothing but heavy, heavy silence and sad faces.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: Because I'm a sucker for angst, I've killed off yet another Avenger in yet another Civil War fic. I think I'm trying to prepare myself for the movie, but it isn't going too well. This is technically Romanogers (from my POV), but it can be platonic if you don't prefer that ship. Enjoy the angst and feels and please leave a comment! Or kudos but I really like comments.**

**(later note) I actually did not intend to write this when I wrote the previous chapter, Flip A Coin. So the foreshadowing in that chapter is purely coincidental.**


	3. Chapter 3: Sleepsong

Sleepsong

Steve watched Natasha in the gym working on her punches, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She knew he was watching her, of course (she always knew), but she pretended he wasn't there.

He'd been watching her for a few weeks now, honestly, and not just in the gym. It had been just over a month since Sokovia. Just over a month since the man that Natasha loved – _that shouldn't make him so angry_ – had abandoned them all. And strangely, Natasha didn't seem upset.

Steve knew Nat well enough at this point that he could tell how she was feeling on most days, and for the past few weeks he had realized that for someone whose _(lover? Boyfriend? Confidante?)_ had just left her, she was strangely calm. That probably meant that she was much more angry or sad than she was admitting, and that worried him.

"Anytime you wanna stop staring at me is fine, Rogers."

Steve blinked, his eyes refocusing. "Sorry."

Natasha had stopped hitting the punching bag and was giving him a slightly amused, slightly ironic smile. "Do you need something?"

He shrugged. "No. I was just…"

"Steve. Please don't lie to me."

He laughed humorlessly. Of course she knew something was wrong; he was bad enough at hiding his thoughts from people who _didn't _know him well, and Nat was his best friend. "Look, Romanoff, it's not a big deal. I just zoned out and I got to thinking."

"Yeah, that would be fine," she retorted. "Except that you've been giving me strange looks for the past few weeks whenever you think I'm not paying attention. Why?"

Steve shook his head stubbornly. "It's nothing. I just worry about you, that's all." He couldn't tell her the reason; it would come across all wrong and he would sound so ignorant. It wasn't like she had an obligation to tell him what was going on in her life.

She started unwrapping her hands and walked over to him, her eyes glittering with a mixture of concern and exasperation. "Is it something I did? Really, Steve, what's wrong? You haven't been yourself lately."

"No, you didn't do anything." He sighed and turned to go, praying that she would just let it alone.

Her small, long-fingered hand wrapped around his bicep and tugged him to a stop. "Explain. Now." Then, as an afterthought, "Please."

Steve met her jungle eyes, and with a soft groan he rubbed a hand over his face. "Fine. Please don't take this the wrong way, Natasha, it's just… I thought that you'd be… more…" Oh, he felt so stupid now that he had to say it out loud. "I thought you'd be more upset than you seem to be. With Bruce gone. I mean, you and he were… I mean-"

"I understand." Natasha's expression was inscrutable. "Rogers, you should know by now that I don't show my emotions like everybody else does."

_But I thought you might trust me_, was what Steve thought. He dismissed that idea as selfish, however, and shrugged instead, saying, "I know, but normally I can tell. And I guess I thought since you were hiding your feelings so well that you must be really upset, so I was worried."

Her eyes flashed and she crossed her arms. "So you decided to start avoiding me, is that it, Steve? You thought you could just stare at me from a distance and not have to actually interact with me?"

"I'm not-"

"Oh yes you are. You don't call me Nat anymore, which is taking it pretty far; you aren't even being subtle about it. You were worried about me, so you decided that deliberately not hanging out with me was a good move? We're friends, Steven Grant Rogers, and friends don't just avoid each other for no apparent reason."

Steve swallowed, ashamed. She was right – as usual – but it had made sense at the time. It still did, really. He loved her _(it felt as if he always had, but once again he'd waited till too late to say anything)_ and he wasn't going to get in the way of her and Bruce's relationship. He'd backed off for his sake as much as theirs. Everyone involved would just get hurt if he told Natasha how he felt, and it wasn't as if she felt the same. He didn't deserve her, not by a long shot, with his emotional baggage and PTSD and nightmares and self-loathing and pain. She didn't need to deal with all that. No one did but him; it was his problem.

How was he supposed to explain all that to her without bringing that up or lying? Why did he always get himself in these kind of situations?

"It isn't your fault," he began, lamely.

She snorted, unimpressed.

"I've just been worrying about Bucky, and looking for him. It's been keeping me busy." A good enough excuse by most standards, but not good enough for Natasha Romanoff.

She scowled at him, shaking her head. "Steve, please. Stop lying to me."

"Natasha, I can't explain, alright? I can't. It's not… it's not something I want to talk about."

_Please just let it go._

"Why are you avoiding me?" Her eyes were intense, blazing green fire, daring him to answer. Ordering him to answer. In contrast, her voice was gentle and soothing.

He hesitated, then threw his hands up in the air in frustration. "You wanna know, Romanoff? Okay. It's because I was worried about getting in the way. Messing up you and Banner's relationship."

She blinked at him, and for just a minute he thought she hadn't realized, still didn't know-

"You... You were..." She seemed at a loss for words, for once. "God, Steve."

Yeah, she knew. Steve straightened. He might as well tell her the truth now. He didn't have a choice, and maybe then she would understand. "I'm sorry, Nat. I was hoping you wouldn't figure it out and I could just bow out quietly. I mean, you and Banner liked each other and I didn't want to make it awkward by telling you, but it didn't quite work. I just couldn't do it, pretend it was all good and fine when I- well. Anyway, now you know. Please tell me you understand."

She stepped closer to him, eyes wide. "Rogers, what the hell?"

He blinked. "Um, I don't-"

"You couldn't tell me? You couldn't just..." She shut her eyes tight, letting out a tired sigh. "You're avoiding me because of a schoolboy crush? I thought you were tougher than that. Honestly, we-"

"No." He bit out the word like a curse. "I love you."

She stared at him, frozen, her expression vulnerable for just a moment. Then she seemed to shut down, pulling away. "You can't say that to me, Steve."

He started to apologize, but she wasn't done yet.

"I'm no good for you. You know better than most people what kind of woman I am, what I do. We aren't... We aren't compatible. I gave you an out, you damn idiot!" She was angry now, stabbing her finger at his chest. "Banner and I were happy enough. Two monsters, the perfect match. You could've picked anyone. You could have taken the out, but no, you daft, stupid, stubborn ass, you just had to be you and-"

He couldn't believe what he was hearing, what he thought he was hearing. Tentatively, he reached out and took her by the arms, tugging her up against his chest before he could second-guess himself. She paused in her tirade, glancing at his lips. He bit his own bottom lip nervously.

"May I?"

She didn't even answer him; with a breathless laugh she took his face in her hands and stood on her tiptoes to kiss him and _oh lord_. He didn't know what to do with his hands at first, but then he reached up and pulled the rubber band out of her hair, burying his fingers in her bright red curls and that was right. He deepened the kiss and that was right too. She was right. She was _perfect._

Natasha moved away first, somewhat breathless, and Steve was tempted to cheer. She tried for a smirk, although she still looked a little stunned. Steve knew how she felt; he hadn't expected any of that either.

"Second kiss since 1945?" she snarked, laughing quietly.

He snorted. "Shut up."

"No, no, it was a lot better that time."

"Practice makes perfect," he hummed, and bent to kiss her again.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: I just want this to happen. Can this happen? No? Okay.**


	4. Chapter 4: The Ways I Love You

The Ways I Love You

**Philia, Deep Friendship: concerns the deep comradely friendship that develops between brothers in arms who have fought side by side on the battlefield; is about showing loyalty to your friends, sacrificing for them, and sharing your emotions with them.**

"Hey."

"Hey."

"Can't sleep?"

"No."

Steve smiled sleepily and pulled the covers over to the side so that Natasha could lay down next to him. She hesitated, then lay down and curled up next to him. After a moment, he wrapped one arm around her waist and tugged her closer.

"Bad dreams?" he asked.

"No." She shrugged. "Just couldn't sleep."

He nodded. He knew how that felt, the fear that if he closed his eyes he'd be back in the war. So he held Natasha close and promised, silently, to be there for her whenever she needed him.

"Thanks, Steve," she said, almost as if she'd heard his thoughts.

"Any time."

**Ludus, Playful Love: referred to the affection between children or young lovers; dancing may be the ultimate ludic activity.**

"Hasn't anyone taught you how to dance?" Natasha asked.

Steve was clearly reluctant to answer, but his red cheeks and shuffling feet made it obvious that no one had. "I was waiting," he explained, shrugging sheepishly, "for the right partner. Maybe that sounds silly, but I wanted it to be special. I was going to dance with… with Peggy. We made a date, but that was while I was falling, and once I woke up… I didn't want to learn then. It would have hurt too much."

Natasha frowned, sympathetic. "We can just skip it, if you want," she suggested.

"No." Steve smiled at her, and she could see hope and sorrow in his blue eyes. "I need to learn, and I'd like it if you were the one to teach me."

Natasha was disconcerted to feel a flutter in her stomach, like nervous excitement. She shook herself mentally. _Now is not the time to develop a silly crush_, she admonished herself. "Alright then, Steven Grant Rogers. I'll teach you how to waltz."

He grinned at her excitedly, and she couldn't help but smile back.

**Agape, Unconditional Love:** **perhaps the most radical kind of love is agape, or "selfless love"; C.S. Lewis referred to it as "gift love" because it is often not deserved.**

When he woke up, she was gone. He couldn't believe it at first; why would she desert him in the middle of a mission? But then, they'd talked about things last night that had probably made her nervous. He knew how she felt about herself, about his love for her. So really, he shouldn't be surprised. All she'd left was her sleeping bag and her StarkPad. He'd been avoiding looking at the tablet, knowing that she'd probably left it for a reason. A message, probably. However, after two hours of waiting in vain for her to come back, he finally picked up the device.

"Swipe to open."

He did.

There was no message, but there was a dark blue background. SHIELD logo. The words "Romanova, Natalia Alianovna" in black font. Her file, Steve realized. She wanted him to read her file.

He swiped left to open it.

The file was full of case after case after case of murder and seduction. Missions completed by the Black Widow. Steve couldn't help the sick feeling in his stomach as he looked at the pictures and read the descriptions, and he struggled to reconcile this woman who was Russia's deadliest assassin with the Natasha he knew.

When he finished reading through the missions she'd been responsible for, the file addressed her training. How she'd been recruited when she was only nine years old for the Black Widow program and been taught how to dance. How the program was highly competitive and forced the girls to hurt and sometimes kill each other. How the Winter Soldier had been loaned to the Red Room to train the girls (_why had she never mentioned that?_) and how he and Natalia had turned out to be a good team. How the Red Room had injected Natasha with the serum that made her strong but also unable to have children. By the time he finished, he realized he was crying. Crying for little Natalia Alianovna and the life that she never got to live.

No wonder she thought he shouldn't love her. She had an incredibly painful, bloody past. And yeah, he could even understand why she would think that he would hate her after reading all that. But he wasn't even angry. Just sad. And worried. He had to find her and tell her that it was alright, that he understood.

Really, when he thought about it, it was easy to tell where she was. He stood up, tucked her StarkPad back into her sleeping bag, bundled it up so he could carry it with him, and slung his shield onto his back. She wouldn't have gone far, and her file had listed her safe houses. She had one just a mile away.

The house was little more than a shack in the middle of nowhere, rundown and probably in danger of collapse. Steve approached it cautiously, since there could very well be traps in place. Thankfully, he made it to the door without incident.

He lifted one hand.

And knocked.

At first, there was no response, but then Natasha opened the door. Her eyes were guarded, wary, like a stray cat's. She'd apparently been crying.

"Hi," he said, smiling slightly.

She nodded and stepped aside so he could come in. He handed her the rolled up sleeping bag and stood just inside, somewhat unsure of himself.

"Thanks," she said quietly.

He nodded. He wanted to kiss her, which might have been a strange thing to want under the circumstances, but he didn't know how to do this.

"You read it?"

"Yeah." He swallowed, feeling nervous, and scuffed his foot against the floor. "I don't know how to do this, Nat. Sorry. I'm useless at words. So I guess I just mean… I'm sorry about everything that happened to you." _Be careful now, Rogers. A lot depends on this._ "And I wish it could have happened to me instead. It isn't fair, what they did to you. But what I mean to say is, it doesn't matter. What you did, it doesn't matter. I'm not… I don't have a right to judge you, and I know the real you anyway. Who you are now, that's the real you. And I love you, Natasha Romanoff. And I don't care what you've done, not really."

She stared at him, her eyes filling with tears. She looked so torn. "I'd like to believe that, Steve. Really." She shook her head. "But even you can't be that perfect."

He laughed. "I'm not perfect, Natasha. If I was, I don't think I would be able to say any of that. Look at me." He cupped her chin in his hand, gently tilting her face up towards his so he could meet her eyes. "I mean it. I don't care what you've done. I love you, Nat, and that's not going to change. I promise."

She closed her eyes, and a single tears traced its way down her cheek. He sighed and pulled her in close, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face in her hair. He could feel her crying against his chest, and he held onto her as if he could put all her broken pieces back together. "I love you, Nat," he murmured. "I love you so much, okay?"

They stood there in the rundown safe house, rocking back and forth and crying, holding each other because they needed to be close.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: Essentially The Four Loves; there're several Greek types of love but philia, eros, agape, and ludos are the main ones.**

**I did not write about eros because I don't do smut or sex or anything like that.**


	5. Chapter 5: Stained Glass

Natasha hesitated at the church doors, trying to decide whether or not to go in.

No one else was in there, she knew. No one but Steve.

The service had been nice, although the little chapel was drafty and cold. At the start of the funeral she had been uncomfortable; she didn't frequent churches and didn't exactly know how she was supposed to act. However, she ignored that, trying to be there for Steve, who had withdrawn into himself more than usual.

Shortly after the burial, she had noticed him slip away, back in the direction of the chapel. As soon as she could get away (she had paused to offer a spy's comfort to Agent 13), she made her way down through the cemetery to the church.

She put her hand on the door handle, second-guessed herself, took her hand away. Would Steve even want her there? She knew how private he was, particularly about his pain. He was too selfless, which was never something she would have thought possible, but then Steve seemed to make a habit out of defying the norm.

After a moment further of hesitation, she sighed and pulled the door open.

Her heels thumped quietly on the carpet of the small foyer, and she hesitated yet again before climbing the small set of stairs that would take her to the sanctuary.

Steve was leaning back against one of the pews, hands tucked in the pockets of his slacks, staring dejectedly at the floor. Fragments of rainbow light from the stained glass windows colored his face and suit.

She walked slowly towards him, trying to work out how to proceed. He didn't move, although she was sure he knew she was there.

He looked so, so tired: his shoulders sagging, his posture slumped and defeated, his face suddenly lined and grim.

"Hey," she said quietly. The vaulted sanctuary echoed her words softly back at her, and she felt unreasonably intimidated.

He glanced up, gave her a crooked half-smile. His ocean eyes had turned the same soft grey as the rain. "Hi."

She moved over to lean against a pew next to him, facing a window that depicted a cross with lilies and a purple sash draped about it. "I'm sorry," she said. She'd said it before, but she didn't know what else to say.

He nodded, returning his gaze to the aisle floor. He wasn't pulling away, which she was grateful for. He distanced himself from almost everyone, and even for herself and Sam it was difficult to get an honest admission of emotion out of him.

She'd been keeping herself from interacting with him too much (for his sake as much as her own), but she couldn't today. It wouldn't be fair. He needed her.

She could almost see the emotions flickering in front of his weary eyes, and she didn't know what to do to comfort him. For a moment, she thought that coming into the chapel had been an awful idea after all.

Then Steve, speaking slowly and hesitantly as if he was forcing out each word, said, "She was the only thing I had left from… from before." He glanced up, meeting Nat's eyes, as if to gauge her reaction. She nodded. "I mean, Bucky's alive, but…" He shrugged eloquently. "You know how that turned out. I just…" He ran a hand through his damp hair. He was silent for a long time, thinking. Nat just waited for him to order his thoughts. "I loved her," he finally said, simply. His mouth twisted in a wry, pained smile.

Natasha's heart ached for him.

"And I outlived her, and by rights I shouldn't have, and I… I'm tired of losing everything," he said, so low she almost missed it. He took his hands out of his pockets, fidgeting, frustrated. "I'm so tired of it."

She nodded slowly. She realized, with a pang, that her avoidance of him couldn't have been helpful. Even when she was trying to do the right thing, it seemed that she hurt him. "It isn't your fault."

"I almost wish it was," he ground out. "I can't do anything, I can't…" He closed his eyes tight and shook his head. "I couldn't catch Bucky, I couldn't save myself from crashing the Valkyrie, I got woken up here and I couldn't control that either, I couldn't tell Hydra was in SHIELD, I can't find Bucky now, I couldn't help Peggy with her dementia because she was old and I just…" His voice rose as he spoke until he remembered himself and bit his words short. "I'm tired of being helpless."

Natasha stepped closer so she had to tilt her head up slightly to meet his eyes. She tentatively reached out, touched his hand.

_Back off, Romanoff._

But she didn't want to.

"Steve, she had a good, full life. I'm sorry you couldn't be part of it, I'm sorry… I'm sorry about everything." She knew that part of what she'd said had been repeated over and over again at Steve (of course Peggy had a good life) but all the same, she thought he could stand to hear it from someone he knew he could trust.

_Is that really who you are to him, Natasha?_

Yeah, actually, it was.

The faint light filtered through the stained-glass windows, painting a watery cross on the tops of the pews.

"Thanks, Nat. I'm sorry too. You didn't need to hear all that, you-"

"Steve." She smiled a little at him, exasperated. "You don't always have to be the strong one."

"Yeah, Sam keeps telling me that."

"You're too stubborn and selfless," she teased. "Stop being perfect."

He raised an eyebrow at her, amused despite himself. "Are you flirting, Romanoff?"

She laughed, then stopped short. Reprimanded herself. "No," she said lightly. "Just trying to make you feel better."

He nodded. "Thanks."

After a moment's thought, she moved closer and slipped her arms around him. She didn't normally initiate hugs, particularly with him, but she knew he needed it. And if she was honest, she did too.

"Thanks," he said again. She felt him take a breath, sensed that he was about to say something, but he never did. Instead he pressed a kiss to the top of her head and pulled away. "I should probably go" he gestured vaguely, tired again "give my condolences to people and stuff."

She stopped him, straightened his tie and suit lapels.

He nodded, another thank you.

Then he walked out.

She didn't leave right away, instead sitting down in one of the pews and staring around the tiny chapel.

Wishing they hadn't had to come here and spoil it's beauty with a funeral.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN:**** Based off that tiny little clip from the new trailers and stuff when Natasha is walking down in the aisle in a church and Steve's standing there sad.**

**Please review!**


	6. Chapter 6: Swans and Pens

Swans and Pens

Steve hadn't moved in almost fifteen minutes, mesmerized. He was supposed to be training, but he hadn't even entered the gym yet. To be fair, he had a good reason.

Natasha was dancing.

In her black leggings and blue shirt, with the strains of a rippling symphony playing, she looked happy. Peaceful. Steve had almost never seen her so relaxed, or so beautiful, graceful and sleek and perfect. He knew he should probably stop watching, but he didn't _want_ to.

He stood in place for another five minutes before reprimanding himself severely and going back to his suite. She was going to be the death of him, almost certainly.

Still, there were worse ways to go.

He had an old-looking chest in his suite where he kept his art supplies (of which he had a staggering amount). Oil and chalk pastels, charcoal, pencils, pens, markers, colored pencils, clay, paintbrushes, paint, ink. He dug through them, retrieving his sketchbook from the bottom of the chest, and selecting a few pencils, a thin black pen, and his watercolors, then retreated into his room.

Natasha was always highly amused by the way he would sit on his bed, blankets, sheets and pillows piled around him like a small fortress, to read or sketch or watch movies. She told him it made him look like a little boy. It made him feel warm and comfortable, though, so he didn't mind her laughing.

Laying out his supplies within reach (with his paint and water on the bedside table), he started sketching Natasha. He'd drawn her a few times before, usually asleep or fighting, but he wanted this to be different. Better.

The first few sketches he tried just weren't right. Too stiff, too still. He stopped trying to draw accurately, letting his hand move almost on its own, remembering the smoothness of her movements. When he finished the line drawing, he opened his watercolors and started splashing color onto the paper, red for her hair, bleeding outside the lines, red for her lips, green for her eyes. Then bright blue and rich green for her clothes. They were supposed to be just pants and a shirt, but eventually he'd painted almost the whole page, leaving just her face without color. He added splotches of other colors, giving her a bit of a dress, blacks and purples and darker blues. He didn't even notice Nat walking into his room.

He finally looked up, just as he was adding hints of yellow to painting-Natasha's hair, when she sat down on his bed. They had keys to each other's rooms, so Natasha had a tendency to walk in at any given hour to say hello.

"That's pretty."

Steve smiled sheepishly and tried to scoot the sketchbook out of sight, since he couldn't close it. "Thanks."

"You were watching me, then?" Nat slid over closer to him and stole his drawing, being careful not to smudge the paint.

Steve cleared his throat. "Well, yeah. I was going to exercise, and you were in there, so I didn't go in…" He coughed, awkwardly, realizing how that probably came across. If he had just turned straight around and left, he wouldn't be painting her.

Nat's eyes glinted, and she moved even closer to him, getting in his personal space and smirking. "That's real sweet of you, Rogers."

Steve rolled his eyes, cleared his throat. Shrugged. "I know. When did you learn to dance?"

"It was part of my training," she explained. "To make us strong, disciplined, graceful. The flexibility certainly didn't hurt, either. I was one of the girls who actually loved it." She closed her eyes. "I loved the dancing and the music and the stage… But then I grew up. And I didn't dance again, except as a cover, for years." She smiled a little, remembering. "The vision Wanda gave me brought all that back. And it wasn't a good memory, but I guess I just wanted to have the dancing again. So I started practicing and reminding myself of all the steps. That's what I was doing, just now. Trying to remember Swan Lake."

Steve smiled and put away his art supplies, retrieving his sketchbook from her. "How did it go?"

"Well…" Natasha got up, stretching briefly. "How about I show you?"

Vaguely, Steve thought that he was most definitely not going to survive this. However, he didn't say that. "Sounds good."

At first, Steve felt uncomfortable, just sitting there on his bed while Natasha took out her StarkPhone and started up her music. But, inevitably, he got caught up watching her dance. The whole situation was a little strange, maybe, but it felt right. Nat seemed to have forgotten that he was there, her eyes closed as she moved. Steve was almost sure that she was making up the dance as she went along, because everything about what she was doing was so _her_.

He reached for his sketchbook and pen, tearing out the still-wet painting from earlier so he had a fresh page to work on. He wasn't sure what he was trying to do, but he started drawing her, almost without looking down at the page, trying once again to capture her movements on paper.

She looked so happy. She was never this happy, not even with him. He swallowed back a lump in his throat. She was letting him see this, something important to her. On an impulse, he paused his drawing to climb out of the bed, going over to her. She stopped dancing for a moment, standing on relevẻ, meeting his eyes.

"Thank you," he said, because that was all he could think to say. _Thank you for trusting me. Thank you for loving me._

She smiled and relaxed, coming back to the ground. "Dance with me?" she asked, and Steve pulled her close, his hands on her waist. They swayed back and forth to Natasha's music, the floor creaking lightly under their bare feet.

Steve's sketchbook stayed open, abandoned on the bed. A dozen drawings of Natasha twirled across the page, little pieces of her dance frozen in time. Steve's black artist's pen trembled on the edge of the book where he'd dropped it, threatening to fall.

But it never did.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: I wrote this a while back and then totally forgot to publish it. *shakes head* Anyway, here it is.**

**Please review! **


	7. Chapter 7: I Hate You, Rogers

I Hate You, Rogers

Steve hadn't actually intended to find out that Natasha was ticklish. They'd been watching Batman Begins, and he was, quite frankly, bored and irritated. So he'd reached over and started poking Natasha in the shoulder and side to get her attention.

To his surprise, she snorted a laugh and pulled away.

So from that day on, whenever she wasn't paying attention, he'd come behind her and tickle her sides, which invariably earned him an elbow in the ribs and an exasperated "_Stop it_, Rogers!"

Normally this silliness was abandoned when they were on missions, for obvious reasons. However, after one particular job (which turned out to be a bust and was therefore a massive waste of time) Natasha was in a bad mood because she was low on sleep and Steve was equally grumpy because he was hungry. They were lounging around their hotel room and eating cereal and basically doing nothing for a few hours.

Natasha started things this time, although it was technically Steve's fault. He was stretched out on his back on the floor with his arms behind his head and his eyes scrunched closed, and he made far too tempting of a target.

Nat scooted closer and attacked his stomach before he had any idea what was happening.

"Nat!" he spluttered, eyes flying open. He rolled over and sat up, batting her hands away. He was frowning, but she could tell he wasn't really mad. Unfortunately, it was also obvious that he wasn't nearly as ticklish as her. A second later he was grinning that shit-eating grin that she knew meant trouble, and she jumped up, retreating so that the hotel coffee table was between them.

"Don't you dare," she warned, pointing at him threateningly.

He just smirked at her, maneuvering around the table. She followed his movements, then made a break for one of the bedrooms. Steve caught up to her just before she could close the door, and not for the first time Natasha mentally complained about the unfairness of super soldier muscles.

She yelped as he pulled her back into the living room, tickling her the whole way. Between fits of very girlish giggles, she informed him that she was going to kill him. He just kept tickling her as she tried, unsuccessfully, to twist out of his grip.

Laughter made her clumsy and wobbly. "Steve, stop!" she pleaded, although she was smiling and laughing still, so it wasn't all that convincing.

"Not till you say please," he teased, and she would have punched him but she could barely breathe.

He finally let her go when she started crying because she was laughing so hard. He was chuckling himself, and the second she was free she stuck up her middle finger at him and collapsed on the couch.

"I hate you," she managed between deep breaths.

"No you don't," he answered, winking.

"I really, really do." She tried to smooth her hair out of her face. "That was not fair."

He snorted and flopped down next to her, and she eyed him warily. "If you start tickling me again, Rogers, so help me…"

He shook his head, still smiling broadly. "No more tickling. Scout's honor."

"You were never a Boy Scout," she retorted.

He leaned over and kissed her cheek. "So?"

Natasha huffed, mock-irritated. "Go away. I'm not talking to you." She drew her legs up to her chest and gave him a fierce scowl.

He just rolled his eyes at her and got up to get her a glass of water.

* * *

><p><span><strong>AN:**** Little prompt-fill for always-a-marvel-addict on Tumblr. Established-relationship fluff.**


	8. Chapter 8: Captain Who?

Captain Who?

Natasha sat comfortably on her couch with a bowl of chicken fried rice and turned on her TV. "Friday, make sure the door is locked and then put on Doctor Who, please," she said.

"Which episode, Agent Romanoff?" Friday asked.

Natasha shrugged. "Whichever one comes next that I haven't seen."

The TV screen lit up with the opening scene of the episode, and Natasha pulled her soft afghan up around her legs and waist, getting comfortable.

Doctor Who was her guilty pleasure, and she was currently almost done with the latest season.

As the theme song began playing, she heard her front door open.

"Friday, turn it off!"

The TV went dark.

Steve walked in, hands in his pockets, looking oddly awkward.

"How did you get in?" Natasha demanded.

He held up one hand, showing her a keycard. "You gave me a key, remember? You want Friday to keep everyone out, you gotta tell her. She's not as intuitive as JARVIS."

Natasha nodded and took a bite of rice. "So what's up?" she asked innocently.

He hesitated, glanced behind him. "Um... Was that... Doctor Who?"

She looked down sheepishly. "Yeah."

When she looked back up, he had a suppressed look of excitement on his face. "I like that show," he said, moving to sit by her on the couch.

Natasha grinned. "Wanna watch with me?"

"Sure!"

She scooted over to him so they could share the blanket. "Friday, go ahead and put it back on."

The theme resumed, and a moment later the title flashed across the screen and Steve exclaimed, "Oh, it's Heaven Sent! This one's really good."

From that moment on he was fairly quiet, except for laughter and the occasional sigh. However, from his expression, Natasha could tell he was enjoying himself.

The episode was, as Steve had said, very good. Natasha thought it was one of her favorites so far. She had Friday flip off the TV as the credits rolled, and then she rotated to face Steve a bit more.

"So… That was a bit sad."

"I know. I love it though."

"Oh, you love it?" Nat teased.

He started to reply, obviously embarrassed.

"You huge nerd," she said, smacking him. "I love it too. What was your favorite part?"

"The montage when he's breaking the diamond," Steve answered.

"Mine too. I loved it. It was sad though… Every time he got there he remembered doing it for billions of years every day over and over again. One hell of a bird is right."

Steve nodded emphatically. "It would be horrible. Although it's even sadder once you see the next episode."

Natasha smacked him again. "No spoilers!"

"I'm not!"

They spent the next hour or so discussing the show, and Natasha was delighted to find that Steve was just as obsessed with it as her; he admitted sheepishly that he had a Tumblr. "No one knows it's me," he said, grinning. "I just post a lot of Doctor Who stuff and stories about what Tony does every day. Everyone thinks it's fanfiction."

Natasha laughed at him, but it was actually a pretty genius idea. And it sounded fun. "Isn't Tumblr… you know, weird?"

"Yeah. But it depends on the stuff you like and who you follow, too." Steve took her empty bowl from her and carried it to her sink. "Have you ever been to Comic Con?"

She shook her head. "No. I could, probably, but we're always busy saving the world and stuff."

"Yeah. Stupid planet." Steve walked back over and leaned against the back of the couch. "Always getting attacked."

"You know, the Doctor should really come help us out," Natasha said, laughing. "He does everything with only one or two other people helping. Imagine if we'd had him in New York."

"Those aliens would've been gone a lot quicker," Steve agreed. "And we could have stayed home and napped."

…

A few years later, the two of them actually did manage to go to Comic Con together, with Steve dressed as Superman and Natasha dressed as Amy Pond. Almost no one recognized them, although there were a few joking "You look just like so-and-so!" from other fans.

They got to meet Peter Capaldi and Benedict Cumberbatch, and managed to get pictures with some of their fans without arousing suspicion.

Tony was convinced it was both the geekiest and awesome thing they'd ever done, calling it "the coup of the century" and "the best troll ever".

And Steve excitedly posted on his Tumblr how cool it was to meet Peter and Benedict, adding that he thought he saw Captain America and Black Widow there too.

Naturally, no one believed him.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: GEEKY ROMANOGERS IS THE BEST.**

**From a prompt from an anonymous Tumblr user: "Either something about them geeking out together or playing detective for a stupid thing. Please and thank you!"**

**So I wrote the thing and I like it. Hope y'all enjoy!**


	9. Chapter 9: Someone Like You

Someone Like You

"Hey Steve!"

The Captain looked up, eyebrows raised. The veterans he was chatting with fell silent.

Sam gestured in the direction of the bar. "Would you mind grabbing me a drink?"

"Sure. What do you want?"

"Just get me a beer."

Steve nodded and pushed himself up off the comfortable couch he was sitting on, easing his way past a group of well-dressed people who were talking to Tony. He hurried down the stairs, glad to take a break from the somber conversation he'd been having to talk to Natasha.

Reaching the bottom of the steps, however, he saw Bruce talking to her by the bar, so he hung back and waited for her to have a free minute.

The longer he stood there, however, the more uncomfortable he grew.

Nat was smirking, giving Bruce that little teasing, flirtatious smile that he'd seen so many times himself. He couldn't hear everything she was saying, but what he caught made his chest tighten.

"All the people I know are fighters. And then here comes this guy, who spends his life running away from the fight because he knows he'll win."

Steve crossed his arms and looked down at the floor. He felt a bit bad for listening in, but equally, he wanted to barge in and interrupt. Stop the conversation there.

Bruce stammered out something in reply; Steve tightened his hands into fists and closed his eyes.

He'd been stupid to think Nat seriously cared about him as anything more than a friend. She flirted, but it was just how she joked around with him. He'd been even more stupid to think that somehow he was different than everyone else to her because… what? He was a super soldier? Honest, righteous Captain America? Did he honestly expect to be some kind of exception to the rule? He was a soldier, nothing unusual, nothing special.

A moment later he saw Natasha walking away from the bar, but suddenly he didn't want to talk to her anymore. Mustering all the graciousness he was capable of, he walked over to the bar, pausing to talk to Bruce, who looked ridiculously nervous.

"It's nice," he said. The scientist blinked and looked up at him with some confusion. "You and Romanoff." Romanoff. Not Natasha. Not a conscious choice, but a necessary one.

"Oh, we're not, there's no-" Bruce began, and despite his disappointment, Steve felt vaguely amused by the scientist's discomfort.

"It's okay. Nobody's breaking any bylaws," he said, smiling wryly. "But really, from maybe the world's leading expert on waiting too long… don't." (He'd waited too long for the second time in his life, and look how that turned out.) "You both deserve a win."

Which they did. Never mind that Steve wished, deep down, that this wasn't happening between them.

Bruce nodded gratefully, and Steve made his way behind the bar counter to grab Sam a beer, trying to ignore the fact that his hands were shaking.

He made his way back up the stairs.

Handed the cold bottle to Sam.

Made excuses to the veterans he'd been talking to.

Left the party to go out on the roof and be alone.

Unfortunately, Natasha had apparently had the same idea, because she was sitting cross-legged near the edge of the building. Steve quickly turned and started to go back inside, but she'd noticed him.

"Hey Steve."

He froze, silently cursing his luck, and nodded. "Hey." He fidgeted where he stood, wondering how to get away and go back inside. He didn't want to talk to her now; not because he was angry but because it was too hard. Too hard not to say something he shouldn't.

"Coming?" she asked, casual.

He shrugged, hesitated, then strode over and sat down about four feet from her, staring out at the horizon.

"Are you okay?" she asked, stretching out one leg to lightly kick him.

He swallowed carefully and nodded. "Yeah. Just don't like crowds." He hesitated. "Saw you talking to Banner."

"Yeah… About that, Steve, I have to tell you… I think he's pretty great, but… well, what do you think? I mean, he's a coworker and we're constantly saving the world so it could get messy."

The knife in Steve's heart twisted viciously. "I think both of you are adults and you can make your own decisions," he said, a bit too stiffly. "I trust you to do what has to be done regardless."

Natasha looked at him for a long moment, thoughtful. "Okay." She looked both worried and suspicious (Steve noted, with some frustration, that he'd never be a good enough actor to fool her.) This once, however, she didn't press it, instead standing abruptly and giving him a little grin. "I should go back inside and mingle. I'm kind of responsible for Tony since Pepper's not here right now."

Steve snorted and nodded. "Alright. I'll be back in in a bit."

She walked away, and he returned his gaze to the city of New York, spread out and glittering in front of him. With a tired sigh, he rested his head in his hands and closed his eyes, trying to work out what to do. Because he realized he couldn't keep being this close to Natasha if she and Bruce were going to be in a relationship. For his sake as much as theirs, he had to back off. He hated it, but he knew he wouldn't be able to keep his mouth shut if things continued as they were, and equally, he didn't want Bruce having any reason to be jealous.

But for a moment, he entertained the idea of going back inside and stopping Natasha. Telling her the truth for once, just to see what happened. To get the words out there before things went too far. But he knew that wouldn't be fair to anyone involved and would only make team dynamics tense and awkward, which was dangerous. He shook his head and got up, straightening his back. He was neglecting his responsibilities out here.

…

Steve stared out at the tops of the clouds, glimmering white-silver in the sunlight, beautiful but ultimately frightening. As he listened to Tony and Natasha, he knew that they had no choice but to blow up the city. But they hadn't gotten all the civilians out, and he wasn't leaving them. They couldn't just make that choice for all those people.

He told Natasha so. "I'm not leaving this rock with one civilian on it."

"I didn't say we should leave."

He looked at her, realizing what she meant. That they'd all die too. A poor apology, maybe, but it had to be enough.

"There's worse ways to go," Nat said calmly, nodding and looking out at the clouds. "Where else am I gonna get a view like this?"

Steve stared at her. He'd never expected that anyone would suggest staying, least of all her. Not because she was selfish, but because there was no reason to, really. And yet they owed that much to the thousands they were failing. To stay with them and accept responsibility for what was happening.

He felt a sudden wave of admiration for the woman next to him and for who she'd become. Because he knew that the SHIELD agent he'd been teamed up with a couple years ago would probably never had suggested staying.

For a moment, he thought he might say something, tell her how much she meant to him, what he thought of her, but then the wind picked up and a helicarrier rose out of the clouds.

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: ANGST. WELCOME TO ANGST CITY. BECAUSE STEVE'S SAD-PUPPY-LOVE FACES ARE MAKING ME SAD.**

**Basically I just wanted to write some sad Steve in AoU. Idk.**

**Please review!**


	10. Chapter 10: I Forgive You

I Forgive You

Everything he did hurt someone else.

That was what Steve kept thinking, painful and accusatory, in the back of his mind. No matter how right he felt, no matter how hard he tried to do the best he could, he ended up causing pain to others.

After the war, SHIELD had come in and managed to talk the UN into working on a different way of keeping track of powered people. So for now, the Avengers had time to breathe. They used the time to work on repairing Headquarters and gathering intel on Hydra's movements.

And none of them spoke to each other.

Rhodes had died – he'd been killed, really. Tony was, understandably, furious about that, and he blamed Steve. Because it had been Bucky who shot him out of the sky.

So the team decided that for now, the Soldier would be confined to a certain part of Headquarters. Although they trusted him enough to let him have the usual commodities and comforts, it was agreed that even if they could trust him otherwise, having him near Tony would be too much of a risk for all involved.

All of this, Steve knew, was his fault. Although he kept it to himself, he was extremely discouraged and frustrated.

Tony's best friend was dead.

And Steve couldn't fix it.

This was hammered home to him repeatedly by the look on Tony's face, but it hit him hardest one particular Thursday as he was making supper.

Natasha was watching old episodes of Shark Week on the couch, and Wanda was nearby weaving something using her powers. The rest of the team was elsewhere, although Steve knew once Friday announced dinner they'd be there within minutes. He smiled faintly at the thought and checked on the consistency of his cooking pasta.

"Hey."

Steve glanced up. Tony had walked in, carrying a glass of scotch and dressed in grease-covered clothes; he had likely been working on a project in his lab. "Hi," he answered, feeling himself stiffen.

As Tony came over and sat down at one of the bar stools they kept by the kitchen counter, Steve noted that he appeared just slightly unsteady.

Was he drunk?

"You okay, Tony?" Steve asked, frowning.

"Yeah, sure," Tony said sarcastically. "I'm just great, Steve; what do you think? My best friend is dead." He slurred his words slightly, but if he was drunk, he wasn't very.

Steve nodded, looking down. "Right, yeah. Sorry. Dumb question. I just meant… I think you're kinda tipsy."

The billionaire shrugged. "Yeah, a little. What's the big deal? Am I making you feel bad?"

Steve declined to answer, turning back to the stove to stir the spaghetti sauce he was making.

"Okay, yeah, sure, don't look at me. Whatever makes you feel better, Cap," Tony snorted. Steve heard his glass being set down on the counter with a clink, and flinched.

"You didn't drink that on an empty stomach, did you?" Steve asked, glancing at him.

"Who cares? Clearly not you."

Steve gritted his teeth and looked away, stoically adding a dash of oregano to the pasta sauce.

"I get it, I mean, why does it matter who else dies as long as your precious Bucky is safe, right? You don't even care that he killed _my_ best friend. That's freaking messed up, Cap."

"Stop it, Tony," Steve said quietly, turning to face Tony again. "You're drunk. You're going to say something you regret, so why don't you sit down and I'll take that scotch for you."

"Yeah, actually," Tony said, retrieving his drink from the counter and gulping down a mouthful, "I've been wanting to say this for while, so…" He held up the scotch. "This is the only way I could because I felt bad." He snorted. "_I _felt bad. Like_ I_ did something wrong. But I didn't; this time it's on you."

Steve glanced up and noticed the women in the other room watching them carefully; he swallowed and looked back down at his cooking. "Yeah, probably," he said carefully, trying to calm the situation and avoid an argument. "But now's not a good time to talk about this, so how about we get you some water and we can discuss it tomorrow?"

Tony took a step back, shaking his head. Steve reached out and snatched the scotch out of his grasp, dumping it unceremoniously into the kitchen sink. "Look, Capsicle," Tony said, scowling at his empty hand. "You're a good guy, but you're selfish. You wanna protect your friends, fine, but not at the expense of everyone else."

Steve swallowed and simply nodded. "Okay, yeah, great. Sorry."

"Just think about that,_ Captain America_," Tony said bitterly. "You got an American soldier killed because you couldn't see past your old friendship with Barnes to see what a threat he was. That wasn't just selfish, it was stupid. He was too dangerous to be out in the field."

Although everything else Tony had said had hurt, this struck Steve the hardest. What if he really had been wrong? Not wrong to fight, but wrong to give Bucky so much trust. Wrong to assume that he'd be able to control himself. Because Tony was right about one thing: it hadn't turned out well. Because if he was wrong, if he'd assessed things too generously, that really would rest the blame squarely on his shoulders.

He switched off the stove burners and strode out of the kitchen, not exactly sure where he was going but certain that he didn't want to be anywhere near Tony. His head was spinning. It was bad enough feeling guilty, second-guessing every decision he'd made, trying to convince himself that it really wasn't his fault… But what if it was? He started mentally examining every battle they'd been in, every confrontation. Again and again, the grim determination on Bucky's face and his ruthless style of fighting presented themselves to him.

Steve found himself stumbling into one of the conference rooms, leaning forward, hands on the table, shaking. He'd been so busy trying to help Bucky get back his memories (and being grateful for what his friend did remember) that he'd completely ignored the danger signs and unintentionally endangered his whole team.

Rhodey had died because of him.

He pulled out a chair and sank into it, dropping his face into his hands, not sure whether to rage or cry or just let the numbness take him.

He flinched as somebody put their hand on his shoulder.

"Oh, Steve…" It was Natasha.

He tensed. He didn't want her there. Not now. "Don't," he murmured, not looking at her. "Just… don't."

She must have known the whole time. Known what a stupid decision he was making. He wanted to run away.

"Steve, it wasn't your fault," she said, sitting down next to him.

"Yeah, you keep saying that, and you're usually right, but this time…" He glanced at her, then returned his gaze to the top of the table. "We both know Bucky should never have been allowed to fight. I was stupid, Natasha, I just saw what I wanted to see. I-"

"Stop. It's too late to start thinking like that. You need to let it go."

"I can't. You know I can't." He closed his eyes, clenching his fists tight and pressing down against the tabletop as if to anchor himself.

"Yeah, I know you can't, Steve, and that's part of why I love you, but you have to at least try."

Steve blinked.

Straightened.

Shot Nat an almost angry look.

"What?"

She raised an eyebrow at him, her expression half teasing and half sorrowful. "Hey, you weren't listening to me."

"Why would you say that?" Steve snapped. "Why would you say that to me now, after, after…?"

"Because I mean it, Steve. Regardless of the mistakes you make. You tell me that constantly, now it's my turn to tell you. What did you expect me to do, Steve? Turn and run because you made one poor decision?"

He wasn't sure. Whatever he'd expected, it wasn't this. He'd been imagining those three words coming out of her mouth for a long time, but not like this. Not when he was responsible for the death of one of their teammates and the return to alcoholism of the other. He shrugged.

She touched his cheek lightly, affectionately, still looking sad. "I'm sorry, Steve. I know it isn't easy, but you have to try to forgive yourself." She rested her head against his shoulder and threaded her fingers through his.

He shook his head. He didn't think he could. "I can try," he said reluctantly. That was all he could promise.

She squeezed his hand. "That's good enough for me."

He put his left arm around her shoulders. "I love you too."

* * *

><p><strong><span>AN: This one is from a prompt from Tumblr user roaminginspiration: The first time Natasha says "I love you" to Steve - who's been waiting for it to happen for a while but yet didn't see it coming this one time.**

**The theory in this chapter is that Brutasha and Staron never happened and that Steve and Natasha got together in Age of Ultron like they were supposed to. It was going to be a lot more fluffy and cute, but then I felt like writing some angst, so yeah...**


End file.
